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THOUGH MARSHALL DRUMMOND HAD ONLY SPENT a short time as a rookie beat cop before becoming a private investigator of the bizarre, he knew no good would come from sitting in an interrogation room at Police Headquarters. Making matters worse, Detective Lou Piper plunked his massive bulk into the small chair opposite Drummond. On the chipped table between them, he slapped down a file equally thick.

“You really screwed up this time,” Lou said, chomping on each word with unbridled glee.

Drummond didn’t think much of this performance. Every cop and ex-cop knew the routine. Probably half the papers in that file were blank. But Drummond needed to leave, if he had any chance of stopping Mr. Howe that night. Unfortunately, Ol’ Lou came from the school of making suspects sweat it out. He had no problem taking his time.

Trying to sound calm, Drummond removed his fedora and set it on the table. “You guys repaint in here? I don’t remember it being this clean.”

Lou delivered a menacing laugh. “Oh, you better change your tune fast. This ain’t 1927 anymore. You don’t have the Chief to protect you. New one hates your guts, and so do most of the men. I’m guessing Cooper’s the only one on your side, and let’s face it, he only puts up with you because you two were rookie partners.”

“One friend is better than none. How does that go for you? All you got is your wife, and I doubt you consider her a friend.”

Spitting his words, Lou said, “Think you’re funny? Well, I got you standing over the victim of a homicide, and you are literally holding a smoking gun. All we have to do is dig out the slug and when it’s a .38, you’re sunk.”

“Please, do me a favor — get to digging. I’d like to be home for dinner.”

“You ain’t getting away with blatant murder.”

“Look, I know you don’t like to have to strain yourself thinking in order to do your job, so let me save you some time. The bullet in the body came from the victim’s own gun. He and I struggled with it when he tried to kill me.”

“That’s still your story?”

“It’s the truth. If you bothered to examine him at all, you might be pushing me out the door instead of trying to lock me up.”

“Right.” He made a show of glancing over a report in the file. Then: “And this was the stage magician by the name of Mr. Howe?”

“No. The victim worked for Mr. Howe.”

“Only problem is we talked to all the theaters in the area, and nobody is running a show with that guy. He’s not a local resident, either. So, how is it he was in town committing a murder? Sorry, ordering a murder. Not like being a stage magician is a lucrative career. He can’t afford to be traveling to Winston-Salem unless he’s got a gig to perform, much less pay a chump to off you.”

Drummond bit back a slew of insults. Through gritted teeth, he said, “He uses a stage name — Mesmo. You’ll have to just call all those theaters again.”

A knock at the door. Detective Cooper entered carrying a mug of coffee. He set it down in front of Drummond before stepping back.

“Well, well,” Lou said, rocking his head from side-to-side as if ringing out the words. “Looks like your pal showed. Tell me, Coop, you believe any of this horse-apple story about a mysterious stage magician, Mr. Howe or Mesmo or whatever his name is?”

“Lou, despite you being a prick all the time, I kind of like you.” Cooper gazed at Lou with far more derision in his eyes than admiration. “Just given you a fair warning — Chief Murdoch is not amused by what you’ve done.”

“Call me a prick again and you’ll learn how much the chief cares for his seasoned veterans. You new kids — and as far as I’m concerned, you’re barely above a rookie — well, keep it up and you’ll find out how much bigger a prick I actually can be.”

“I don’t know about that. When you start mistaking a dog for a dead person and hauling in a respected PI for nothing, the chief isn’t going to look favorably on you.”

“What the heck are you yabbering about?”

Raising a smirk, Cooper said, “Coroner is all ticked off because you sent him an English mastiff instead of, you know, a human body.”

Ol’ Lou’s face turned bright red. “You tell that coroner that he’s got his head on backwards. I stood over the body myself. Don’t hand me crap that it’s a dog.”

“Big one. Two hundred pounds. But still a dog.” To Drummond, Cooper said, “Chief says you’re free to go. He ain’t happy about it, so you might want to get out while you still got time.”

Lou came close to overturing the table as he bolted to his feet. Pointing a sausage finger at Drummond, he said, “You do not move.” He shoved Cooper aside on his way to the door. Then to Cooper: “You watch him. If he ain’t here when I get back, I’m holding you responsible.”

He thundered out of the interrogation room. Drummond knew to stay quiet during the entire exchange, but now that he was alone with his old partner, he needed some answers. Setting his hat back on, he said, “That body really turn into a dog? Or are you just getting him out of here so I could leave?”

Cooper checked outside the door. “That body came from a case involving you — what do you think? Yours are the only cases where strange crap like this happens. The real question is — do I want to know what you’re involved with or is it better that I just turn a blind eye and forget about it?”

“That depends.”

“Do I even want to know what it depends on?”

“You. Do you want to make an arrest or do you want this to simply disappear? At the heart of it all is just a man. He can be arrested.”

“And what does disappear mean to you?” Sometimes Cooper asked the wrong questions. He checked the hallway once more. Then in a sharp whisper, he said, “You’d really kill a man just for messing around with witchcraft?”

“Normally, no. But if the threat is big enough, I’m not afraid to do what’s right.”

“You’re standing in a police interrogation room in front of an officer, and you’re stating that you’re going to murder somebody. Have you lost your damn mind?”

Drummond never liked involving Cooper in his cases. He knew how hard it was for the man to accept what he witnessed. And if this went bad, the blowback on Cooper would end the man’s career. Drummond couldn’t let that happen.

“I’m sorry, but the more I think on it, the more it’s obvious — you need to make this arrest.”

“Now hold on,” Cooper said. “You know I don’t mess with all of your mystical nonsense.”

But Drummond could see Cooper’s brain working it out. The moment he had heard Drummond was in interrogation, the moment he decided to poke fun at Ol’ Lou, it was over. Cooper’s face tightened. Chief Murdoch was angry and embarrassed with this botched-up victim being a dog. Since he couldn’t take it out on Drummond, he would focus on Cooper. Unless Cooper came back with a successful arrest.

His mouth drew in and his fingers rolled into fists. “This is the last time. You hear me? I do this, and I don’t even want to see you around here anymore.”

“I kind of figured you’d say something like that. Sad to hear it, but I understand. If that’s how you want it, then okay. One last case together.” Drummond put out his hand and waited.

Cooper unrolled his fist and shook the hand. “Where do we begin?”

“Any chance we can see that dead dog?”

 

 

Long ago, Drummond had accepted that as a PI he would often find himself in uncomfortable situations. Standing in the Police Department broom closet, waiting for Cooper to give the all clear, certainly qualified as uncomfortable — even if not anywhere close to the oddest place Drummond had ever found himself. At least, the waiting gave him a little time.

The case had been moving so fast he feared he missed some obvious points. It didn’t help that he really hated Mr. Howe. The man had tried to kill Drummond in a theater at one time. Then again during the Christmas holiday. And once more when he sent his dog-man to finish the job.

Drummond had simply been trying to get the morning paper when the dog-man poked a gun in his side with the charming greeting of Get moving.

At the time, Drummond did not know he was being accosted by anything but a man; however, he would learn soon enough. Even without the gun, something seemed off. The man’s eyes had an emptiness that matched his demeanor. A killer’s eyes. Someone who felt nothing about the violence he could commit. He simply obeyed his orders.

The man ushered Drummond into an empty store — boarded up and out of business for several years now. Another victim of the Depression. Dust danced through the morning sunlight seeping between the board cracks while Drummond raced through his most recent cases, trying to figure out who this guy worked for.

With a shrug, he thought the direct approach would be best. “All right fella, you got me. Who are you and what do you want?”

“Got to collect my reward,” the man said, though he had difficulty getting the words out.

“Oh really?” Drummond sounded calm, but inside his guts roiled. A reward. Another name for a bounty. That was going to cause a lot of trouble.

“Yeah. I collect.”

“Nothing I can do about that, huh? Before you kill me, though, I’m curious — how much am I worth?”

“No money.” The man chuckled as he undid the buttons of his shirt. He revealed his chest — the smooth hair


















































































































































































































































































































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
Gt QOYALTY
Of QO D @

q GARSHALL DRUMMOID
CASE 4Lt

STURRT GAFFE





